








Looking Back on Lancelot’s Laugher:
The Lancelot Thomas Hogben Papers, University of Birmingham, Special Collections

James Tabery​[1]​




Throughout much of the 20th C., the name “Lancelot Hogben” was inevitably mentioned alongside “J.B.S. Haldane” and “Julian Huxley.” As geneticist Cyril Darlington recalled in 1976, “When I was very young, Galdane, Guxley, and Gogben, as the Russians called them, seemed to be the three Magi.”​[2]​ By the 1930s, all three ranked among Britain’s elite biologists, founded (along with Frank Crew) the Journal of Experimental Biology and its accompanying Society for Experimental Biology, and criticized (to varying degrees) Britain’s growing eugenics movement. Hogben, however, was unique from his fellow-Magi even in regard to these shared features: Unlike Haldane and Huxley, Hogben was not born into this elite circle; he was born to a poor, Methodist preacher and largely self-educated at the Stoke Newington Public Library. This effort rewarded itself with a Major Entrance Scholarship to Trinity College Cambridge; and, in turn, this self-motivated education and class-ascendance generated in Hogben an unmatched loathing for Britain’s eugenic attention to the genetic underpinnings of class. 
	Hogben’s early research at the University of Edinburgh (1922-1925), McGill University (1925-1927), and the University of Cape Town (1927-1930) was devoted primarily to experimental embryology and physiology.​[3]​ In 1930, though, Hogben was invited by Sir (later Lord) William Beveridge to become the first (and ultimately last) Chair of Social Biology at the London School of Economics, and it was during his seven years at the LSE that Hogben made his most lasting contributions to science and society. While there he wrote his first two, hugely successful, Primers for the Age of Plenty: Mathematics for the Million (1936) and Science for the Citizen (1938), which were designed to foster in his readers the self-education that he came to value in his own youth. Hogben also unleashed during these years a tenacious attack on the science of eugenics, and in particular on the biometricians such as R.A. Fisher, who were developing the statistical methodologies used to justify eugenic conclusions (Herrman and Hogben 1933; Hogben 1931, 1932, 1933a, 1933b, 1933c, 1934). By 1937, though, Beveridge was leaving the LSE for Oxford, and Hogben was growing impatient with his inability to teach and carry on experimental research to the degrees he desired. He spent the next four years at the University of Aberdeen, and then moved to the University of Birmingham from 1942 to 1944. The War drew Hogben back to London and the War Office, but he soon after returned to Birmingham and finished out his scientific career there as Professor of Medical Statistics (1947-1961). He was briefly the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Guyana (1963-1964) but then retired to Wales, where his interests turned to linguistics. Hogben died on August 22nd, 1975.​[4]​        

Archive Overview
The Lancelot Hogben Papers reached the University of Birmingham’s Special Collections in three accessions. The catalogues for all three accessions are available online now at www.a2a.org.uk (​http:​/​​/​www.a2a.org.uk​), so this general overview will be kept brief. The first accession (CSAC 78.2.81) was a contribution from G.P. Wells, Hogben’s biographer for the Royal Society, and Kathleen Lloyd, the residuary beneficiary under Hogben’s will. It is the largest accession and is divided into 4 sections, which ultimately provided the structure for the future accessions as well: (A) Biographical and Personal, (B) Notes and Working Papers, (C) Drafts and Publications, and (D) Correspondence. The Biographical and Personal section contains items such as obituaries and tributes (A.1 and A.2), a typescript entitled Journey Through Ghana (A.22), and Hogben’s collected, published works contained in five volumes (A.30-A.34). The Notes and Working Papers section contains items devoted to mathematics and physics (B.1-B.14) and also to Hogben’s interest in languages, especially Welsh (B.15-B.24). The Drafts and Publications section holds, for example, the hand-drawn and colored diagrams for Science for the Citizen and also Hogben’s Interglossa Dictionary, which was to act (ultimately unsuccessfully) as a vehicle for universal communication (see Figure 1). And finally, the Correspondence section covers the years 1964-1971 and is composed of letters from readers and letters with Hogben’s literary agents and publishers. 

[Insert Figure 1 here]
Figure 1. Cartoon accompanying “‘Interglossa’ Thoughts” in The Birmingham Mail, Thursday, August 26th, 1943, (A.125). Reproduced with the permission of The Birmingham Evening Mail, who attempted unsuccessfully to identify any other copyright holders; any questions regarding the copyright of this cartoon should be addressed to the author.   


	The second accession (NCUACS 29.5.91), a gift from Wells’ daughter, contains the material Wells amassed while preparing his Biographical Memoir of Hogben for the Royal Society. The majority of the material here includes correspondence Wells had with family, friends, and colleagues of Hogben (A.40-A.77) along with drafts and notes (A.78-A.103).
	Finally, the third accession (NCUACS 53.2.95), another contribution from Kathleen Lloyd, adds to the Biographical and Personal section, including items such as photographs (A.130-A.136) and press cuttings (A.125-A.129). Also, the Correspondence section was supplemented with letters to and from Helga Greene, Hogben’s literary agent, from 1956 until his death (D.11-D.76).       

Archive Highlights
Unfortunately, the most glaring feature of the Hogben Papers is more of a lowlight than a highlight. The usual items of interest for a researcher entering an archive, such as scientific correspondence and research notes or journals from famous work, are virtually non-existent. Indeed, the accession catalogues make no effort to hide this fact; the catalogue for the first accession begins, “Partly through temperament, and partly through external factors and the vicissitudes of war, Hogben led a peripatetic life and left few records other than his prolific and diverse publications.” This void, however, by no means makes the Hogben Papers useless for the historian. In fact, what the archive lacks in this more traditional material is made up for with an abundance of biographical and autobiographical items, along with extensive material relating to Hogben’s persistent devotion to reforming biological education.  
	In the last years of his life, Hogben wrote multiple, incomplete drafts of his autobiography—Look Back with Laugher (A.3-A.20, A.39, A.105-A.115). Following Hogben’s death, Wells produced Hogben’s biographical memoir for the Royal Society (Wells 1978). Wells drew heavily on the autobiographical drafts for his essay, peppering his text with references to “L.B.L,” and afterwards felt that there was still much more to be told of Hogben’s life than he was capable of conveying in the 40 pages he wrote for the Royal Society. This dissatisfaction motivated Wells to take on two notable projects. First, Wells attempted to write a follow-up piece for the Royal Society that provided a more complete picture of how Hogben’s early life and, in particular, his father—Thomas Hogben—influenced the young Lancelot’s development. The result was “Father and Son: The Genesis of Lancelot Hogben, F.R.S.” (A.37). Wells submitted the essay to the Royal Society in 1980, but it was promptly declined because the content dealt largely with Hogben’s father, not a Fellow. In response, Wells edited another draft, “Father and Son: A Supplement to the Royal Society’s Biographical Memoir of Lancelot Hogben, F.R.S.” (A.38), but this too was dismissed the following year. Wells’ account sheds important light on the formative years of Hogben’s life that helped shape his subsequent career and infamously irascible personality. For example, Wells claimed that the “Laughter” in Hogben’s autobiographical “Look Back” was a mask designed to hide his vulnerability (A.38, 15). Wells, having interviewed multiple members of the Hogben family, designed “Father and Son” to move this mask aside and generate a more objective picture of the Hogben family dynamic than can be found in Hogben’s autobiography.
	The Hogben autobiography itself was Wells’ other post-memoir project. Having read and compiled Hogben’s multiple drafts in preparation for writing the biographical memoir, Wells felt capable of editing this material with an eye towards finding a publisher (A.9 and A.10). This endeavor, however, was doubly-doomed. As Wells explained in his “Notes on my edited version of Look Back with Laughter” (A.11), publishers were uninterested in the text, pointing out that even Mathematics for the Million was no longer selling. On a more intimate level, though, even the Hogben family was uneasy with the project. More specifically, the Hogben family was also very familiar with the cynical “mask” Wells identified as permeating Look Back with Laughter, fearing that Hogben’s protective laughter hid his very sincere scientific humanism and gave a misleading picture of his character. Thus, Look Back with Laughter, like “Father and Son,” remained unrealized for Wells.
	But unlike “Father and Son,” Look Back with Laughter has not remained entirely unrealized. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Adrian and Anne Hogben, Lancelot’s son and daughter-in-law, edited Lancelot Hogben, Scientific Humanist: An Unauthorised Autobiography (1998).​[5]​ In finally making this material available outside the archive, the editors’ contribution is certainly to be appreciated, but this unauthorized autobiography’s divergence from Hogben’s own drafts should also be appreciated. In the Editor’s Note, the editors readily admitted to having “drastically reshaped the material in Look Back with Laughter…” The editors, however, have done more than just reshape the material; some portions have been excised, and these portions may be of some interest to the historian. For example, Scientific Humanist does contain Hogben’s chapter on a trip with his daughter Sylvia through Scandinavia; however, the following, caustic paragraph was cut out from text that would have placed it on p.166 of the published version:
To some extent in Sweden, with its by no means few Nazi sympathizers among the professional élite, and more so in Britain where the Eugenics Society was the spearhead of the intellectual fifth column, racialism of the Rosenberg genre was at that time a respectable creed. After the war, the Nuremberg justices of the peace had Rosenberg hanged. If I believed in hanging people for their opinions, the only extenuating circumstances I might enter with a clear conscience as a plan for mercy on behalf of the late Sir R.A. Fisher would be that he did not occupy a government post with responsibility for implementing his convictions. When the great purge of persons with Jewish antecedents began in the mid-thirties, the indecent hurry with which the leaders of the Eugenics Society clustered to talk their way through so agonising a reappraisal was an ever ready 
topic for merriment when Gunnar [Dahlberg] and I met (A.10, 213). 
The paragraph may not necessarily constitute a holy grail for the historian interested in Hogben’s work, but it certainly does give a powerful sense of the depth of Hogben’s animosity for the eugenic biometricians such as Fisher.
	The Hogben Papers also contain several shorter autobiographical pieces dealing more directly with his scientific accomplishments. Hogben typed a 44-page essay entitled “Professional Reminiscences” (A.21) and sent it to the Royal Society in April 1961; it was designed to accompany his 5-volume collected works. While this material was left out of Look Back with Laughter, the editors of Scientific Humanist fortunately attempted to include some of it in their version. Hogben also wrote a brief letter to Wells just one year before his death emphasizing what he took to be his “main interests” (A.54) (see Figure 2). What is perhaps most surprising about these two reflective pieces is the fact that neither makes any serious mention of his publications attacking the British eugenics movement, despite the fact that it is exactly this work that has received the attention from historians and philosophers of science (Barkan 1991; Blacker 1952; Kevles 1995; Ludmerer 1972; Mazumdar 1992; Paul 1995, 1998; Sarkar 1998, 1999; Soloway 1990; Werskey 1978). But as the reader can see, no mention is made of this work in his letter to Wells, and “Professional Reminiscences” contains only this indifferent paragraph:
From 1930 to 1937 at the invitation of Lord (then Sir William) Beveridge, I occupied the newly-created chair of Social Biology at London University. In terms of academic research, this was at first very frustrating for me. I had no longer day-to-day contact with a medical faculty or with any professional biologist other than those of my juniors who came with me. In view of the terms of reference of the chair, I was under a moral obligation to do something in the fields of human genetics or population growth, and I embarked on a series of quasi-mathematical publications. On these I set little store in so far as they dealt with statistical issues involving assumptions still almost universally accepted but eventually repudiated by myself in my swansong, Statistical Theory (1958) (A.21, 15). 
Hogben astonishingly dismisses his anti-eugenic work here as but the “moral obligation” of his chair.  

[Insert Figure 2 here]
Figure 2. Letter from Hogben to Wells, 18 June 1974, (A.54). Reproduced with the permission of Leslie Hogben. 


	In addition to these biographical and autobiographical items, the Hogben Papers also contain insightful material relating to Hogben’s devotion to reforming biological education. For example, there is a syllabus (see Figure 3), a list of suggested readings and topics for home study, and lecture notes that Hogben compiled for a course on Social Biology that he designed for the University of Birmingham in the 1940s (A.91). Placed alongside Hogben’s self-educating Primers, these educational items reinforce Hogben’s gift for making biology relevant to the non-biologist. Take the syllabus for Social Biology: The course was designed not for the botanist or the biochemist, but for the “ordinary citizen.” And biology was relevant to the ordinary citizen because, for example, “The citizens of Britain must make a decision on the Beveridge Plan. It will be a biological decision.” The Beveridge Plan was the historic outline of Hogben’s old boss—William Beveridge—for transforming Britain into a modern welfare state. Students ultimately read, then, everything from Hogben’s Science for the Citizen (1938), to Haldane’s The Causes of Evolution (1932), and to Dahlberg’s Race, Reason, and Rubbish: A Primer of Race Biology (1942), which was translated from the Swedish by Hogben. With regards to developing the biological curriculum at Birmingham, a memo from the 1940s entitled “THE CLAIMS OF BASIC BIOLOGICAL STUDIES in the projected Reform of the MEDICAL CURRICULUM” and also a 1943 memo outlining the formation of an interdisciplinary social biology program are also included in the Hogben Papers (A.74-A.77).      

[Insert Figure 3 here]




Hogben’s bust now resides in the anteroom of the University of Birmingham Medical School (see Figure 4). All who enter the School pass under his gaze. The Hogben Papers at the University of Birmingham give the historian a unique opportunity to pass under Hogben’s gaze as well. Hogben’s devotion to empirical, unbiased science, to investigating the history of science, and to utilizing that history and that empirical foundation to educate and foster self-education in the citizenry is inspirational. Much is learnt and remains to be learned from looking back on Lancelot Hogben’s laughter. 

[Insert Figure 4 here]
Figure 4. Bust of Hogben by Herbert Meyerowtiz now located in the anteroom of the University of Birmingham Medical School, (A.103). Photograph from author’s collection.  


Postscript: Digital Photography and the Future of Archival Research​[6]​ 
All the figures included in this essay come from digital photographs taken while researching the Hogben Papers at the University of Birmingham, Special Collections. The availability and affordability of digital photography has the potential to revolutionize the future of research in the archive. However, this future remains unclear, for archives are still in the process of weighing the advantages and disadvantages of opening their doors to digital cameras. On the positive side, allowing digital photography in the archive frees up archive personnel from taking time out of their day to photocopy material for the reader. The long term effects of digital photography (without flash) are also much less damaging on archive items than repeated photocopying. Turning to the reader, the advantages of using digital photography are immense. Financially, if enough photographs are taken in an archive, the money saved in photocopying costs (usually around 0.25$/page) can quite literally pay for the digital camera. Having a laptop computer on hand also allows the reader to immediately download all photographs from the camera into a more permanent file (making the size of the camera’s memory card irrelevant) and organize that file in accord with the organization of the archive itself. Finally, if time in the archive is limited for the reader, the availability of digital photography allows the reader to review and record much more of the archive material than if items have to be transcribed by hand or even if items have to go through archive personnel for photocopy review.
	The potential disadvantages of this new technology, though, are also profound. If the archive attempts to make money on photocopying services, then there will be a loss of income for every item that is digitally photographed rather than photocopied. Also, while archive personnel are freed up from photocopying responsibilities when digital photography is used in the archive, they in turn take on the responsibility of monitoring a reader’s use of the digital camera while in the archive. Furthermore, once archive items leave the archive (whether as a photocopy or as a digital image), the archive loses control over how that image is used. The digital image, though, is obviously much more amenable than the photocopy to illegal posting on an internet site or illegal attachment to an e-mail. And this last point about copyright violation naturally affects the reader just as much as it does the archive. Abuse of the copyright agreement between a reader and an archive damages that relationship for all readers and all archivists, and the illegal sharing of archive items does a great disservice to the readers who take the time to actually visit the archive and go through the appropriate steps for making information in archive items available to the public through professional publications. 
	This debate is current and ongoing. Some archives accommodate digital photography quite openly. The University of Birmingham’s Special Collections, for example, allows readers to photograph virtually all items that could be photocopied after signing a copyright agreement and documenting all items that have been photographed. Some archives allow a limited number of digital photographs. And others do not allow it at all. 
	At the very least, a potential archive reader should contact the archive before visiting in order to find out what the archive’s policy is on digital photography; because this debate is current and ongoing, this policy may or may not be announced on the archive’s website. But even more than this, archive readers should enter this debate while it is still unfolding. The decisions that individual or collective archives come to on this matter will have an enormous impact on the future of archive research. And as current and future archive readers, subscribers to the Mendel Newsletter have much to contribute to the discussion and gain or lose from the result.    
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^1	  Anne Hogben kindly reviewed a draft of this essay and provided me with valuable comments on the text. 
^2	  Darlington to Wells, 6 June 1976, Lancelot Hogben Papers, University of Birmingham, (A.44). 
^3	  Hogben’s extensive work on the amphibian pigmentary effector system with Frank Winton resulted in his 1942 Croonian Lecture on “Chromatic Behaviour” (Hogben 1942). His work on the endocrinology of Xenopus while in Cape Town also facilitated development of the widely-used Hogben Pregnancy Test (Gurdon and Hopwood 2000). 
^4	  The most complete biographical essay on Hogben’s career is Wells’ (1978) biographical memoir for the Royal Society, which will be discussed below. Briefer pieces, however, can also be found in Gurdon and Hopwood (2000), Kevles (1995), Mazumdar (1992), Sarkar (1996), and Werskey (1978). 
^5	  For reviews of Scientific Humanist, see Gratzer (1998) and Smith (1998).
^6	  In preparing to write this postscript, I benefited from conversations with archivists at the University of Birmingham, the American Philosophical Society, and University College London. 
